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Introduction
Parliaments have become the face of political disengagement, often portrayed as closed, old fashioned, and inaccessible institutions. Yet, parliaments have never been this active in developing strategies to promote public engagement (Hansard Society, 2011b; IPU, 2012) , from educational programmes to social media accounts. The initiatives are many, even if often slow coming. We still know little though about what these initiatives entail and, in particular, whether they add much to the more traditional forms of engagement that have been in place for some time. Social media would seem to have considerable potential to develop parliaments' ability to promote more substantive engagement with the institution. In this article we explore the extent to which parliaments' use of social media does equate to substantive forms of public engagement. Our analysis is mainly focused on five European parliaments (European, French, Portuguese, Scottish and UK) with a content analysis of their Facebook and Twitter activity, complemented by elite interviews.
We start the article with a discussion of the type of parliamentary public engagement social media may be able to foster. Next we establish the challenges that parliaments face in utilising social media effectively, as well as highlighting its potential. After this we move on to analyse the extent to which today's parliaments are utilising social media, with an overview of parliamentary accounts across the world. We then move on to analyse the adoption of new media by our sampled institutions, identifying specific differences between types of chambers. We finish with an analysis of the contents of the social media messages, showing that parliaments are using this tool mainly to report parliamentary business though with some evidence of more substantive engagement also emerging.
Parliamentary public engagement and social media
Recent contributions have explored some of the current forms of public engagement being offered by parliaments, such as petitions, parliamentary websites and outreach activities (Kelso, 2007; Fox, 2009; Carman, 2009 and 2010; Clark and Wilford, 2012; Hansard Society, 2011a , 2011b Walker, 2012) . Here, we focus that analysis on social media tools, namely Facebook and Twitter parliamentary accounts. Specifically, we aim to understand the extent to which parliamentary social media corresponds to actions of public engagement. Building on evaluations of parliamentary public engagement, we identify the purposes for which parliaments are utilising social media on the basis of a sample of Facebook and Twitter feeds of five parliaments over a period of four months.
Research on parliamentary use of new media have tended to focus mainly on representatives (for example : Hoff, 2004; Ward and Lusoli, 2005; Chappelet and Kilchenmann, 2006; Norton, 2007 , Jackson, 2008 , Vicente--Merino, 2007 , Leston--Bandeira, 2012a , rather than the actual institution (with exceptions: Norris, 2001; Setälä, and Grönlund, 2006; De Rosa, 2009; Griffith and Leston--Bandeira 2013, Joshi and Rosenfield, 2013) , and few have explored yet the use of actual Web 2.0, particularly at the institutional level. The first of these studies focused essentially on the level of information provided, moving then to the levels of interactivity enabled. Here we take this a step further and assess the content of that activity in terms of its engagement message. Where does parliamentary social media fit in terms of the ladders of public engagement?
The term of public engagement is used daily to indicate different ideas. It refers to various notions of engagement, which ultimately may result in participation; it is not necessarily though about actual participation. It is a journey along a path from receipt of information to actual participation; it can therefore assume both active and passive forms. Arnstein's 1969 "ladder of citizen participation" (p.217) sets extreme points at either end, encompassing the whole span of this journey from manipulation of citizens by public authorities to the actual citizen control of policy deliberations. Carman starts at the information level, stratifying legislatures' public engagement systems into four categories, where at the lowest level these would simply provide information to citizens, to its highest level where the public would be integrated in the process of legitimising policy--making (2009: 37). Leston--Bandeira develops the idea of information provision, by establishing a fivefold framework where besides the passive receipt of information, there are also two other more active processes which imply, on one hand, understanding of that information and, on the other, identification of its relevance to the citizen's own day--to--day (2012b). This differentiates diverse implications in the act of information provision. As parliaments are mainly still at the lowest level of engagement - information provision - it is useful to identify different types of information provision and different consequences. Curtin and Meijer give us a useful distinction here between "thin" and "thick" transparency (2006: 113--115) ; where thick transparency equates to more substantive and effective access to information; i.e. the institution not only provides information, but also guides the public in their receipt and understanding of this information, empowering the public to utilise that content. Social media cannot meet all steps of the public engagement process, but it does embody some of its key components. A key distinction between Web 1.0 and Web 2.0 media is the ability to go beyond provision of information. Applying this to parliaments, social media would seem to provide an opportunity to nurture the provision of information into actual understanding, perhaps identification, and ultimately participation in the system. It could help to move towards more substantive public engagement. Our content analysis of social media explores the different types of contents transmitted by parliaments, identifying the instances where it may go beyond a mere formalistic approach of issuing information, towards an approach that enables more substantive engagement.
Do social media fit parliaments?
The rise of the Internet has raised the visibility of parliaments considerably (Leston--Bandeira, 2007: 656 constituted by a collective of many actors and it is not the politician who speaks for parliament, it is the parliamentary official, who needs to be at all points non--biased. As the Hansard Society put it, "we note that agreeing an 'institutional voice' for social media channels is an issue for Parliament" (2011: 55). The value of social media, however, lies in its ability to facilitate connections through quick, spontaneous, and informal reactions; social media imply a persona behind its input. Social media has also brought something new to parliaments: the degree of visibility of its relationship with citizens. Through social media, comments and reactions to parliament become much more public.
Criticism and hate mail towards parliaments have always existed, but social media make these much more patent and easy to be expressed. However, social media also offer new and valuable possibilities for engagement with the public. As an institution often put at the centre of the political disengagement discourse (Dalton, 2004; Stoker, 2006 , Hay 2007 Norris, 2011) , social media offer parliaments many new possibilities of engagement: a direct access to citizens not mediated by the media or parties, more direct access to a younger public, the possibility to react more quickly to news and events, the possibility to engage the public into a conversation and the possibility to target more specific issues. Is the specific communicative value of social media being used by parliaments to promote citizen participation or has it become just another channel to disseminate information?
Social media could specifically provide for a privileged channel for pro--system citizen participation. As Heath shows, it is important to distinguish between different forms of participation in politics as they link to different types of citizen motivations (2004); from our point of view it is important to identify in particular how these institutions utilise this means for public engagement.
Whilst research has explored many of the reasons leading citizens to participate (Olsen, 1965; Whiteley, Seyd, Richardson and Bissell, 1994; Verba, Schlozman and Brady 1995; Norris, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Bowler, Donovan and Karp, 2007; Norris, 2011) our representative political systems. Indeed, in the specific case of parliaments, the last decade has witnessed an expansion of a wide range of forms of public engagement (Hansard Society, 2011b; IPU, 2012; Leston--Bandeira, 2013) , though many stopping short of actual participation. From the expansion of petition systems (Hough, 2013) to the integration of deliberative methods into the consideration of legislation, such as the Brazilian example of e--Democracia (Ferri, 2013) . We still know little though about how these varied participatory channels have been used by representative institutions. Here we propose to understand how a key representative institution, parliament, is utilising social media to communicate with the public and the extent to which this can be equated to more substantive forms of public engagement. We focus therefore on the supply side, in terms of how the institution utilises this tool.
Methodology
Our research consists of content analysis of the institutional feeds of Facebook and Twitter of seven European parliamentary chambers. It is part of a wider qualitative in--depth study on how parliaments develop policies to engage with the public, which focuses on five European parliaments:
European, French, Portuguese, Scottish and UK. These parliaments were selected according to the most different method to combine a number of different institutional characteristics, namely in terms of democratic age, level of governance, electoral system and size of the institution. It is from these five parliaments that we have selected a sample of social media feeds for content analysis. As two of the parliaments within our sample are bicameral, with clear differences in the way the chambers utilise social media, we focus our analysis at the chamber level and therefore our research lower and upper house activity in social media is not always clear--cut, as the houses share some of these services; we will take this into account in our analysis. And the Portuguese parliament does
not have yet a Facebook or Twitter account; whilst there is no social media content to analyse, we include this case study nonetheless to explore some of the reasons explaining this lack of activity. As explained above, the research at the basis of this article is part of a wider study, which encompasses 58 in--depth interviews with parliamentary officials and representatives with responsibility roles for these parliaments' public engagement services. Our content analysis of social media activity will also draw from these interviews. Our sample totals 3007 postings 5 (497 from Facebook and 2510 from Twitter), which we coded essentially to identify different types of engagement content. We identify the type of activity the posting refers to and whether it elicits a specific reaction. The coding distinguished different levels of engagement, from more formalistic to more substantive, identifying also whether it related to activities taking place merely online (or whether they related to offline events), and the actors the posting referred to. As one of the main difficulties for parliaments is the use of a voice and to keep an unbiased approach, we identified instances when the posting referred to specific representatives and/or parties. We also coded specifically for neutrality. 6 Besides the content analysis of the above social media feeds, we have also collated contextual data to provide an overview of the current usage of Facebook and Twitter by parliaments across the globe, with particular focus on those institutions in Europe.
Are parliaments utilising social media?
Before we narrow our analysis to the seven chambers in our sample, it is useful to establish the extent to which parliaments have globally adhered to social media. Comparatively with other political institutions, parliaments have been notably slow in joining social media, in particular Facebook and Twitter. As explained above, many reasons explain this, namely the difficulty in identifying a voice for parliament. Social media are not designed to disseminate information, they have developed to support conversations; as such they may be intuitively useful for a parliamentarian (a politician) to develop a discussion with their represented, but less so for a non-- (Joshi and Rosenfield, 2013: 15) . Considering that our data only refers to
Facebook and Twitter, it shows a definite increase in the space of two years. It is, however, mainly from 2011 onwards that parliaments in Europe have started to use Facebook and/or Twitter. Parliaments' own experience in using these tools is therefore still very recent; not only do they have little past experience to refer to, but also the sharing of practices across parliaments is still limited. And despite some very active accounts, most of these accounts have very low numbers of users.
10 Table 1 gives a breakdown of the number of users as a ratio in relation to the polity's total population (per 100.000 capita). 
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By users we mean "likes" (Facebook) and "followers" (Twitter).
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Population values taken from (Eurostat, 2013c and it does not equate to engagement. It is however a measure of possible potential to be exposed to a parliamentary public engagement activity. There is also the potential amplifier effect through specialised followers such as journalists.
Focusing now on our sample of seven chambers, the above overview shows already that the European Parliament (EP) stands out as not only one of the first ones to join Facebook, but also in its relatively high rate of users. The EP is indeed known for its very active social media strategy and practice, particularly in the context of legislative institutions (Leston--Bandeira, 2012b); 12 this is particularly notable in its usage of Facebook. Table 2 , which provides an overview of these chambers' social media profile, confirms this. However, some of the other chambers in our sample also show high levels of activity.
12 See also its very active participation in practitioners' conferences such as the World e--Parliament chamber. 15 So whilst we identify separately the UK upper chamber's social media, it should be noted that in effect there is no overall account specifically focused on the lower chamber and that the upper chamber has, in practice, two overlapping institutional accounts. The French case is very different. These are totally separate chambers, each with its own autonomy, services and strategy. 16 And whilst the French Senate hired an external company to manage some of its communications, the National Assembly does everything in house and took a little longer to develop the capacity to adopt social media. This is reflected in the joining dates and the number of social media users, with the Senate having adopted social media much earlier and also having a much higher number of followers, particularly on Twitter. This is particularly interesting considering this upper chamber's "relatively few constitutional and legal powers" (Elgie, 2003: 157) and its well--known conservatism and resistance to change (Knapp and Wright, 2006: 155--157 bringing with it less pressure from the public to use these tools. The length of time a parliament may have been on social media and its number of users are important indicators, but they say little about actual activity within those accounts -though of course they are likely to be related: the more discussions take place, the more followers it is likely to have. To assess the levels of activity we now turn to our sample of postings collected between November 2011 and February 2012. See, for example, the following two indicators: Household with internet access: EU (73%), France (76%), Portugal (58%), UK (83%); Individuals using internet in last three months: EU (71%), France (78%), Portugal (55%), UK (85%) (Eurostat, 2013a (Eurostat, , 2013b ; data for Scotland shows very similar values to the UK (Household with internet access (82%), Users of internet (85%), Office for National Statistics, 2013).
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As the House of Lords Facebook account only started in March 2012, after our sampled period, the posts from this account are not included in the analysis of the sampled period. So any activity data from the sample period specific to the House of Lords refers to its Twitter account. Interestingly, these three chambers are also those in our sample with the most questioned legitimacy. As institutions' legitimacy has been questioned, together with an increase in political apathy, parliaments have reinforced direct links with the public. This has led to the development of new policies and services, and considerable investment specifically on public engagement (Hansard Society, 2011b; IPU, 2012; Leston--Bandeira, 2013) . This is particularly clear in those institutions most questioned, such as the EP, where very considerable investment has been made in new units specifically focused on engaging with the public, such as the new Web Communications unit created in 2007 (Leston--Bandeira, 2012b: 11). The French Senate also made a clear decision to invest in this area (Costa et al, 2013: 42) , well before the lower chamber. And the House of Lords has been involved in a number of innovative public engagement programmes from very early on, from the Lords of the Blog 26 collaborative blog to the Peers in Schools programme.
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If we take the ratio between number of postings and number of representatives of each chamber though, the Scottish Parliament comes across as the most active in social media, followed by the EP. On all measures, the French lower chamber is clearly the less active. Figure  2 indicates that these are the institutions making the most use of social media, as a path to engage with the public. The volume of activity is also linked of course to the fact of being early adopters. In the case of the House of Lords' twitter account, this was not part of the early adopters, though as the Houses of Parliament's accounts actually encompass both lower and upper chamber, the expertise of running these accounts, and a potential pool of followers, were therefore already in place. The social media parliamentary accounts give an extra channel to speak directly with the public and to affirm what these institutions are about; and it is those institutions with the strongest need to affirm their role that are making the most of this. What Figure 2 does not show us though is what these chambers are talking about; and whether there is anyone listening. In the next section we analyse the contents of these postings.
For what purposes do parliaments use social media?
So for what purposes are parliaments utilising social media? Has this become a new tool of substantive engagement or is it merely another channel to provide information? The vast majority of the postings done by parliaments fall into the latter; that is, unsurprisingly, parliaments' postings in social media tend to be mainly reports on parliamentary activity taking place. However, in the margins there is also evidence of public engagement taking place.
As Figure 3 shows, the vast majority of parliaments' postings in social media, 71%, is to report on parliamentary activity. These postings consist typically of announcements about parliamentary work: reports published, sessions about to take place, enquiries, committee work etc.
In short, postings aiming to disseminate parliamentary business. In terms of public engagement these refer therefore to its most basic levels, of provision of information. In fact 44% of all postings refer uniquely to timetabling issues -when specific events are due to take place. These consist therefore of "safe" postings, where it is simpler to make un--biased statements. It often comes in a traditional formal style of communication. Though it is also worth noting that 8% of all postings refer to specific MPs' actions. This is surprising seeing parliamentary officials' strong focus on avoiding anything political or anything that may be interpreted as biased towards a specific politician or political group. A closer look at the 234 postings referring to specific representatives shows that the vast majority of these come from the EP (58%) and the French Senate (37%). These two chambers have a distinctly less formal style of communication. The information group includes the French Assemblée Nationale and the UK parliament's accounts, where the institutional social media accounts are mainly used to report on--going parliamentary activity; over 80% (nearly 90% in the UK case) of the postings aim to inform, not necessarily engaging or establishing a conversation. Overall, the UK parliament comes across as particularly cautious in their use of social media, maintaining a more formal approach to communication; although, as explained above, this parliament also has numerous other social media accounts, some of which specifically focused on engagement, such as @UKParlOutreach or @visitparliament. Our data may simply reflect a decision to utilise the institutional main account to report on--going parliamentary business, keeping strictly engagement matters to other accounts. In the specific case of the House of Lords, a key aim of engagement is to persuade citizens of the peers' capacity for expert scrutiny and contributions to law--making. As such, highlighting parliamentary material is arguably a rational approach.
The engagement group includes the EP, the French upper house and the Scottish Parliament (SP) -chambers strongly focused on raising their visibility. The SP in particular stands out. Holyrood's social media is mainly focused on engagement: contrary to the overall trend, the majority of its postings (52.3%) are for engagement. This is partially for strategic reasons, partially a statistical quirk. The SP promotes its weekly online--TV show, 'Holyrood Highlights', multiple times, on both social networks, which arbitrarily drives up this count. But this is also a parliament with a strong public engagement policy, right from its inception. To be open and encourage participation is one of the founding key principles of the SP, as repeatedly explained on their literature, website and by every single official and representative we interviewed; this is clearly reflected in its social media activity.
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The French Senate, on the other hand, stands out by its comparatively high proportion although this may be another statistical quirk: the chamber was heavily promoting a single inquiry, using a large number of postings, which is unusual, both for the chambers in the sample (typically no more than five postings are ever dedicated to a single event), and also for the Sénat in out--of--sample postings.
Overall social media are being used therefore mainly at the lowest levels of engagement to report information, although with differences between parliaments. Postings rarely ask for citizen input, and even when they do, typically do so within the online bubble, not relating that information back to MPs, committees or party groups. As explained above, social media are not necessarily the most natural tools for parliaments to use and still very new, with the first international guidelines only published in 2013; it will take time before parliaments have fully adapted to this new mode of communication.
Social media is designed for one--to--one or one--to--few social interactions, or for one--to--many information broadcast. Since parliaments are accountable to such a large number of citizens, it is not technologically easy for parliaments to cultivate 'listening' relationships with such large numbers of people offering content in ways that is not necessarily conducive to analysis. A tweeted reply or Facebook comment is not information which is systematised in a way that parliaments can effectively sort through and analyse, in the same way as a reply to a consultation, where parliament has posed a series of specific questions. Likewise, the parliamentary official behind the social media feed is often not able to engage into a conversation, when that may lead to expressing a specific point of view. It is somewhat difficult to sustain a neutral political conversation.
Still there are small steps towards a more integrated approach to social media. Interactive content also includes links to traditional--style consultations, and parliaments have found ways of leveraging Twitter in ways that can act as many--to--one engagement exercises by offering citizens simple ways of systematising their content. For instance, the #AskGove experiment in January 2012
where citizens were asked to provide questions to the UK Education Select Committee to pose to Education Secretary, Michael Gove. This led to 5081 tweets being posted in five days, which were then used to support the oral evidence session with Gove. 29 This is an example of integration of social media with parliamentary work for engagement with citizens; but it does also raise questions in relation to the human resources and processes needed to manage this citizens' input. Aside from parliamentary proclivity, we might also wonder if citizens are primed for making contributions to parliament. As discussed above, citizens need to be informed about parliament, understand it and identify it as a relevant institution to their day--to--day, before being likely to contribute meaningfully to proceedings. These are key challenges prior to substantive engagement and our sample shows evidence of parliaments using social media to address those lower levels of awareness and understanding. The postings purely focused on engagement reflect this. This is particularly clear in the case of the EP, where considerable effort is made to promote the institution's presence and identity, but also the European Union itself. This is a parliament relentlessly showing that it matters as an institution, but also continuously defending the value of its polity, the EU. It is within the EP that we see, for instance, the most sophisticated usage of Facebook to facilitate political conversations, exemplified in the 47 live Chats it has run since March 2011.
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But then, as explained above, this is an institution that has made a clear and considerable investment on web communications, with a team of officials specifically working on this.
Conclusion
The use of social media by parliaments is still in its infancy. Despite the hype about this tool to support a more participatory style of democracy, its adoption by parliaments is still timid, with however evidence of some usage for more substantive public engagement. These social media accounts are mainly about providing information about parliamentary business, embodying therefore a passive type of engagement. However, about a third of this usage reflects a more active approach to engagement, guiding the public to better understand the role and characteristics of these institutions. And a small proportion of the postings specifically facilitate more direct engagement with parliamentary work. There are, however, considerable differences between chambers.
Whilst our general analysis showed that parliaments in Latin America are well ahead in their adoption of social media to the European ones, our sample analysis demonstrated that it is those institutions with the most questioned legitimacy, such as the EP and the French Senate, which are the most active in their use of social media to support public engagement. The SP, on the other hand, whilst less active, is the one with the clearest focus on a more substantive engagement use of social media, in line with its overall enshrined commitment to openness and participation. Our analysis also demonstrates that the infrastructures in place matter considerably to the way these accounts are used and effective social media activity requires better resources. The Portuguese Parliament, for instance, has little capacity to develop a proper social media presence, being very aware that developing effective conversations with the public requires time and expertise. This is well exemplified in the case of the French Senate, where social media is managed by an external professional communications company.
To a large extent parliaments have joined social media because they have to; it is an unavoidable tool of communication in today's society. This does not mean that it has changed much about how parliaments operate or led to substantive engagement. However, it has become a useful tool at the more basic levels of engagement and where it is more active, rather than a passive repository of information, it could influence people's views and predisposition to engage further.
Finally, there is some evidence, not just from our sampled parliaments, of legislatures starting to develop processes to integrate these tools more effectively into parliamentary business.
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